Conspicuousness is an important feature of warning coloration. One hypothesis for its function is that it increases signal efficacy by facilitating avoidance learning. An alternative, based on the handicap hypothesis, suggests that the degree of conspicuousness holds information directly about the quality of the prey, and that predators associate and learn about the conspicuousness of the coloration, and not the actual colour pattern. We studied the relative importance of signal contrast and the colours of signals for predator attention during discrimination. We used young chicks, Gallus gallus domesticus, as predators and small blue or red paper cones on either matching or contrasting paper backgrounds as stimuli associated with palatable or unpalatable chick crumbs. In four treatment groups, birds could use either cone and/or background colour, cone colour only, background colour only or cone-to-background contrast as cues for discrimination. Only birds in the contrast treatment failed to learn their discrimination task. Birds that had a choice between cone and background colour as cues used the cone colour and they learned the task faster than did birds that had to use background colour as a cue. The results suggest that birds primarily attend to the colours of signals and disregard contrast in discrimination tasks; they thus fail to support a handicap function of conspicuous aposematic coloration. 
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Aposematic animals that have some kind of secondary defence against predation use conspicuous warning coloration as a primary defence to communicate this unprofitability to potential predators. Warning coloration often consists of simple colour schemes, a few revealing colours and bold patterns that contrast not only with the background, but also with each other (Poulton 1898; Cott 1940) . The conspicuousness of warning coloration is considered to be a key design feature, and knowing its function is crucial for the general understanding of the evolution and stability of the aposematic strategy. In line with conventional signalling theory, conspicuousness in an animal's colour pattern has been suggested to facilitate avoidance learning in a number of ways (Rettenmeyer 1970; Turner 1975) , for example by increasing initial capture rate, being more easily associated with unpalatibility (Gittleman & Harvey 1980) , aiding observational learning (Harvey et al. 1982 ), or making unpalatable prey different from the cryptic prey that predators usually hunt (Edmunds 1974; Turner 1975) , as well as other possible benefits (Guilford 1990) .
However, although the traditional (efficacy-based) explanations have received more empirical support, an alternative explanation, based on the handicap hypothesis of biological signalling (Zahavi 1975) , remains largely untested. The handicap hypothesis for aposematism (Grafen 1990) suggests that the conspicuousness of the warning signal makes it costly, and that the purpose of the conspicuous signal is to show the predator that the bearers are invulnerable (unprofitable) and that they can therefore afford to be easily detected. Predators should, in this case, attend only to the level of conspicuousness of the prey, as that is what solely predicts its quality (Guilford & Dawkins 1993) . Thus, one prediction of the handicap theory is that in encounters with aposematic prey, predators should associate and learn about the conspicuousness of the coloration, and not the colour pattern per se, and they should also generalize from this experience on the basis of conspicuousness alone. Because the handicap theory of signalling in general suffers from a paucity of direct empirical tests, and in this particular case it offers an important alternative for the evolution of conspicuousness based on information content rather than efficacy, we attempted to test directly whether birds can use the attribute of conspicuousness as a signal of unpalatability.
Although much is known about visual discrimination learning in birds, the question of whether they can use the 'concept' of conspicuousness seems not to have been addressed. However, there has been extensive discussion of concept formation and learning in birds. Pigeons,
